Purpose: This study examined the relation between African American preschoolers' use of African American English (AAE) and their language and emergent literacy skills in an effort to better understand the perplexing and persistent difficulties many African American children experience learning to read proficiently. Method: African American preschoolers' (n = 63) vocabulary skills were assessed in the fall and their language and emergent literacy skills were assessed in the spring. The relation between students' AAE use and their vocabulary and emergent literacy skills was examined using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), controlling for fall vocabulary and other child, family, and school variables. Children's use of AAE was examined across two contexts-sentence imitation and oral narrative using a wordless storybook prompt.
college enrollments, and so on (Artiles & ZamoraDuran, 1997; Hoffman & Llagas, 2003; Ogbu, 2003; Owings & Magliaro, 1998) . It has been suggested that reducing the achievement gap would do more to reduce racial inequality than any other single strategy (Jencks & Phillips, 1998) .
A number of variables have been hypothesized to account for the gap. Family socioeconomic status (SES), classroom characteristics, and early family literacy practices are important factors in literacy development and thus contribute to the academic success of mainstream students. Differences from mainstream patterns have been considered potential risk factors for African American students. Low SES is considered to be a risk factor, and African American students are three times more likely than their mainstream peers to reside in low-income homes (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics [FIFCFS], 2003) . Low SES includes the effects of lower family income; maternal/ caregiver education level; limited or poor quality community resources in terms of schools, health care, libraries, and so on; and amounts and quality of home literacy materials and experiences (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Fazio, Naremore, & Connell, 1996; Hoffman & Llagas, 2003; Nettles & Perna, 1997) . Classroom characteristics reflect a complex set of variables as well, and African American students are more likely than their mainstream peers to have poorer quality teachers (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Haycock, Jerald, & Huang, 2001 ) and teachers with lower expectations (Ogbu, 2003; Stevenson, Chen, & Uttal, 1990) . In addition, the early family literacy experiences of African American students differ in important ways from their mainstream peers. African American students are more likely to have rich oral storytelling experiences (Ball, 1992) but are less likely than their mainstream peers to engage in daily storybook reading (FIFCFS, 2003) , and they first may experience text as environmental forms of print, often with unconventional spellings, as in trademarks (Craig & Washington, 2004a) .
The achievement gap, however, is not explained fully by these sources of influence (Jencks & Phillips, 1998) , and the search for additional factors is an important ongoing target of current research focused on alleviating the gap. Accumulating research is revealing important links between all children's oral language and literacy development (e.g., Craig, Connor, & Washington, 2003; Loban, 1976; Scarborough, 2001; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002) . A salient language difference between White and many African American students is the dialect they speak and bring to the task of literacy acquisition. The purpose of this study is to contribute to the search for important influences on achievement by examining links between African American students' oral language and emergent literacy skills.
Standard American English (SAE; also called Standard English or School English) is the primary dialect spoken by many White students and teachers and it is the dialect used in most books and texts children encounter in school. African American English (AAE; also called Black Language, Black English, African American Vernacular English, and Ebonics) is the primary dialect spoken by many African American students (Connor, 2002; Craig & Washington, 2006; Manning & Baruth, 2003; Perry & Delpit, 1998) . Children's AAE is characterized by systematic differences from SAE in morphosyntactic and phonological features, which distribute at different rates based on the student's grade (younger children use more features than do older children) (Craig & Washington, 2004b; Isaacs, 1996) , gender (boys use more AAE than do girls), SES (children from low SES families tend to use more AAE than do children from middle SES families) (Horton-Ikard & Miller, 2004; J. A. Washington, Craig, & Connor, 1998) , and discourse context (Thompson, Craig, & Washington, 2004; J. A. Washington, Craig, & Kushmaul, 1998) .
AAE Use and Reading
The potential role of AAE feature differences from SAE in the reading achievement of African American students was the focus of considerable research during the 1970s and early 1980s and again recently. Two theories were proposed: (a) that teachers had negative perceptions and reduced expectations for students who used AAE (Goodman & Buck, 1973) and (b) that there was a mismatch between the dialect children spoke and the dialect they encountered at school and in text. An emerging theory based on recent research is (c) the dialect awareness/shifting theory.
Teacher bias theory. Research supporting the teacher bias theory revealed that teachers' perceptions of children's abilities and how they interacted with them were related to students' use of AAE (Brown, 1980; Shields, 1979 ; V. M. Washington & Miller-Jones, 1989 ). This hypothesis would suggest that children who used AAE features more frequently would have weaker emergent literacy skills by the end of the school year than would children who used AAE features less frequentlya negative linear relation.
Mismatch hypothesis. Researchers also theorized that there was a mismatch between the SAE children encounter in text and the classroom and the AAE they speak, which offers a barrier or additional hurdle to literacy acquisition (Cecil, 1988) and which would also suggest a negative linear relation between AAE and reading. Early studies were hampered by the lack of information about child AAE feature taxonomies and their distributional characteristics. They consistently observed student production of AAE while reading text written in SAE (Harber, 1982; Rystrom, 1973 Rystrom, -1974 Steffensen, Reynolds, McClure, & Guthrie, 1982) . The research designs involved selecting just a few features known to characterize the AAE features used by adults and probing for specific links to reading scores or teacher perception. Across a broad set of studies, no significant relations were observed between production of selected morphosyntactic and phonological features of AAE and reading performances (Gemake, 1981; Harber, 1977; Hart, Guthrie, & Winfield, 1980; Melmed, 1973; Rystrom, 1973 Rystrom, -1974 Seymour & Ralabate, 1985; Simons & Johnson, 1974) . However, research accumulating over the past decade has more fully described AAE features children use, which include 40 or more morphosyntactic and phonological features (Craig, Thompson, Washington, & Potter, 2003; Craig & Washington, 2002; Horton-Ikard & Miller, 2004; Oetting & McDonald, 2001) . Recent research has revealed that rates of AAE feature production are especially informative for probing systematic variations in AAE use relative to child variables, such as gender and SES (Horton-Ikard & Miller, 2004; , linguistic sophistication (Charity, Scarborough, & Griffin, 2004; Craig & Washington, 1995; Jackson & Roberts, 2001) , grade, and discourse context (Craig & Washington, 2004a; Thompson et al., 2004) , and for more distal sources of influence such as community and classroom (Wolfram, Adger, & Christian, 1999) . Examples of these AAE features are provided in Appendix A.
Using this more finely grained representation of AAE use, two recent studies have indicated that AAE feature production rates are strongly negatively associated with reading achievement for African American students. Craig and Washington (2004a) found that African American first through fifth graders who used AAE features less frequently in their spontaneous discourse outperformed children who used AAE features more frequently on measures of reading achievement such as the Metropolitan Achievement Tests (Balow, Farr, & Hogan, 1992) . Moreover, they observed that preschoolers and kindergarteners used AAE features much more frequently than did first through fifth grade students. Similarly, Charity et al. (2004) found that less production of AAE and greater production of SAE during an elicited sentence imitation task was associated with better reading outcomes on the Woodcock Reading Mastery Tests-Revised (Woodcock, 1987) for second through fifth graders.
Dialect awareness/shifting theory. Considered together, these studies (Charity et al., 2004; Craig & Washington, 2004a ) offer a third hypothesis that holds that that greater knowledge of SAE appears advantageous for the processes involved in reading acquisition by African American students. In both studies, the authors suggested that dialect shifting or dialect awareness might be associated with students' stronger literacy achievement. Neither study design, however, could illuminate whether this explanation was superior to the mismatch between the AAE and SAE hypothesis (Baratz, 1969; Labov, 1995) or the teacher perceptions and expectations hypothesis in explaining these findings. Additional indirect support for the dialect awareness/ shifting hypothesis is provided in a study that examined third grade students' use of AAE across language and literacy tasks (Thompson et al., 2004) . Overall, children were observed to use fewer features of AAE in the reading and writing tasks than in the oral language task. However, the relation of students' AAE use and reading proficiency was not explored.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate whether there might be a relation between AAE and emergent literacy for very young students who have had limited experience with formal school and with written text. We attempted to elucidate the mismatch hypothesis and the dialect awareness/shifting hypothesis. We also attempted to rule out the teacher bias hypothesis for our specific teacher participants during our repeated classroom observations of teacher-child interactions and through teacher surveys designed to assess teachers' perceptions of their students and their own efficacy in meeting their needs. These results are provided in Appendix A.
A relation between AAE use and emergent literacy skills is important to consider because research reveals that the language and literacy skills children bring to school explain a substantial proportion of variability in their later reading skills. Children are more likely to be stronger readers in later grades if, at the beginning of preschool or kindergarten, they demonstrate larger vocabularies (Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, 1999; Morrison, Bachman, & Connor, 2005; Scarborough, 2001) , stronger letter and word recognition, stronger phonological awareness skills (National Reading Panel, 2000; Reynolds & Ou, 2004; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) , and better sentence imitation skills (Catts et al., 1999; Rego & Bryant, 1993) , which likely assesses children's linguistic maturity (Newcomer & Hammill, 2000) and metalinguistic awareness more generally (Catts et al., 1999; Charity et al., 2004) . Senechal and LeFevre (2002) noted that language, phonological awareness, and emergent reading may be conceptualized as distinct constructs. The relation of children's AAE use to any of these key outcomes might have implications for their later success learning to read and, in this study, we investigated the relation between vocabulary, metalinguistic awareness, and letter-word recognition and children's AAE use. Moreover, we anticipated that this relation may be more complex than the negative linear trend observed in other studies.
Accumulating research also reveals multiple sources of influence on the development of these key literacy predictors. These include sociocultural, home and community influences (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Morrison et al., 2005; NICHD-ECCRN, 2002 , 2004 , and preschool experiences (Barnett, 1995; Morrison et al., 2005; Nelson, Benner, & Gonzalez, 2003) . Therefore, we also examined the relations among children's language and emergent literacy, AAE use, and child, family, teacher, and classroom variables, including the classroom and school district children attended, parent education, and students' age, gender, and vocabulary skills at the beginning of the school year.
In a more direct examination of potential dialectshifting, we also asked whether young children might shift between AAE and SAE as the context and expectations for AAE and SAE changed. It has been conjectured that contexts for speaking that are similar to the kinds of situations children encounter in the classroom (e.g., reading aloud) are more likely to elicit fewer AAE features and to elicit more features associated with SAE typically used in school than are more informal speaking contexts (Charity et al., 2004; Craig, Washington, & Connor, 2000; Washington, Craig, & Kushmaul, 1998) . What is not clear is whether children as young as preschoolers will change their use of AAE and SAE as demands for school forms of English increase.
We examined preschoolers' AAE use across two contexts that students might encounter in the classroom but that varied in expectations for use of SAE: (a) we selected an age appropriate literacy task as our context for language sampling and examined preschoolers' use of AAE during an oral narrative using a wordless storybook prompt (Berman & Slobin, 1994) and (b) we examined children's use of AAE during the administration of the Test of Language Development-Second Edition: Primary (TOLD-2:P) Sentence Imitation subtest (Newcomer & Hammill, 1988 ). In the first task, children provide an oral narrative as they "read" a wordless storybook using the pictures to guide their narrative. This task has been used with children across ages and across cultures and typically will elicit the more formal language structures children find in books (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Sulzby, 1985) . However, the expectations for school forms of English are less salient than, for example, our second context, the TOLD-2:P Sentence Imitation subtest. The second context, while primarily an index of linguistic proficiency, also carries a high and explicit expectation for SAE inasmuch as children are told to repeat exactly the sentences they hear and these sentences are all presented using SAE.
It has been suggested that children who have less familiarity with SAE will more likely diverge from the presented SAE forms and will use AAE forms as they perform this task (Baratz, 1969; Charity et al., 2004) .
To summarize, the following research questions were posed: (a) what is the relation between preschoolers' AAE use and their language and emergent literacy skills, taking into account home and classroom sources of influence, and (b) do preschoolers use AAE with more or less frequency when provided with explicit compared to implicit expectations for SAE?
Method

Participants
Children
Sixty-three African American children, all of whom were enrolled in preschool Head Start and state-funded intervention programs for children at risk for academic underachievement, participated in this study. The children were participating in a larger study of child, family, home, classroom, and cultural-linguistic influences on preschoolers' developing literacy (Connor, 2002) . Participants, their families, and their preschool teachers (n = 10 classrooms) were recruited from preschool classrooms in two different school districts. All children attending these preschool classrooms were eligible to participate in the larger study; 81% of parents returned signed letters of consent. Four of the 109 child participants left the school district before the end of the study, 23 spoke English as a second language, and 19 were White. The remaining children (n = 63), all of whom were African American or biracial, participated in this study. Descriptive information is provided in Table 1 . With regard to caregiver educational levels, only 8 of 56 parents reported completing college; all except 1 completed high school. Children did not vary by classroom or school district on a culture-fair nonverbal test of cognitive ability, the Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children, Triangle subtest (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1983) .
Classrooms and Teachers
The preschool interventions included Head Start and the state School Readiness Program. Head Start is a federally funded program designed to support children who may be at risk for academic underachievement because their family lives in poverty. Other risk factors may exist. However, for most programs, family poverty is the primary criterion for enrollment in the classroom. The state-funded preschool programs were designed for children who were eligible for Head Start or who had been identified as at risk for academic underachievement as defined by the existence of at least 2 of 25 specific risk factors, including medical, developmental, family, economic, and environmental indicators. State regulations dictated that at least 50% of the children in the program must come from low-income homes based on family income.
The Head Start and state-funded half-day preschool programs were located in one of two school districts. The first school district was located on the fringe of a major metropolitan area. Approximately 75% of the children, district-wide, were African American and approximately 45% of the students were eligible for participation in the free and reduced price lunch program (Standard and Poor's School Evaluation Services, 2003). The second school district was located in a midsized city within which was located a major university. Although, districtwide, many of the students in this school district were White (69%), about 10% of the students were African American. Approximately 15% of the students qualified for the free or reduced-price lunch programs.
Five teachers, all of whom were White, each taught two half-day classes, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. All teachers held at least a bachelor 's degree and all but one had early childhood credentials. All but one of the teachers had a masters' degree, including the teacher without an early childhood credential. All of the early childhood teachers (Head Start and state-funded) in the urban school district were considered fully credentialed teachers and were part of the district teachers' union. In the midsized city, the state-funded preschool teachers were also considered fully credentialed teachers and belonged to that district's teachers' union. However, the Head Start teacher did not. Her standing in the district was that of a paraprofessional and thus professional development release and other benefits available to district teachers were not available to her.
Observations of teachers and their classrooms using the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 1998) revealed that all 10 of the classrooms were of good to excellent quality. Teachers completed surveys that gathered information about their expectations for their students and their self-perceived efficacy teaching them. Analyses revealed that teachers' perceptions of their students' ability to learn did not vary across classrooms, although the ethnic and racial composition of the classrooms did. Nor were perceptions systematically related to students' language and emergent literacy skills or children's AAE Note. Except for % of African American Students per classroom, t (8) = 2.60, p = .032, and for fall vocabulary, t (52) = 2.47, p = .017, there was no significant difference by district for any variable (p < .05 for children, p < .10 for classrooms). HLM = hierarchical linear modeling; KABC = Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children; AAE = African American English; %DDM = percent dialect density measure, which is the number of AAE tokens/total number of words in the sample. *p < .05 for significant differences between districts.
use, with one exception. Children who used AAE more frequently generally had teachers who perceived them as less disadvantaged.
Student Measures
Children were assessed during the fall and spring of the school year. The assessments, which were conducted in a quiet area in the school, are described below.
Fall vocabulary. Children's receptive vocabulary was assessed in the fall of the preschool year using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Third Edition (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) . In this task, children are asked to select increasingly unfamiliar target words from four pictures. Reliability (alpha) for preschool age children is .94 and the standard error of measurement is 4.4.
Spring AAE use and percent dialect density measure. Individual child language samples were elicited following procedures described by Berman and Slobin (1994) . Children were provided an opportunity to page through the wordless storybook Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer, 1969) and then asked to "read" the book page by page. There are several advantages offered within this language sampling context. First, this context provides ecological validity inasmuch as the child is "reading " a book, albeit one without text. Additionally, there exists a large body of research on children's oral narratives (Berman & Slobin, 1994) and emergent storybook readings (Cox, Fang, & Otto, 1997; Elster, 1994; PurcellGates, McIntyre, & Freppon, 1995) . It was from this task that we sampled children's AAE use with implicit expectations for SAE use.
Transcripts were transcribed orthographically following CHILDES protocols (MacWhinney, 1994) . Ten percent of the transcripts were selected at random and transcribed by a certified speech-language pathologist trained in the transcribing procedures. Reliability (number of agreements at the level of the word divided by the number of agreements plus disagreements times 100) was 92%.
From transcripts of the oral narratives elicited using Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer, 1969) , morphosyntactic AAE forms were coded using a system developed by Craig and Washington (Craig & Washington, 1994; Craig, Washington, & Thompson-Porter, 1998; Washington & Craig, 1994) . A description of the features and examples from the language samples are provided in Appendixes A and B. The number of AAE tokens divided by the total number of words in the sample multiplied by 100 provided the percentage of dialect used (percent dialect density measure [DDM] ; see also Oetting & McDonald, 2002) . Reliability (for 10% of the transcripts, number of agreements by two different coders divided by the number of agreements plus disagreements times 100) was 89%.
Spring sentence imitation. The Sentence Imitation subtest of the Test of Language Development-Second Edition: Primary (TOLD-2:P; Newcomer & Hammill, 1988 ) was used to assess both morphosyntactic awareness skills (Charity et al., 2004; Tumner, Nesdale, & Wright, 1987) and syntactic sophistication (Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, 2001) , as well as to obtain a sample of children's AAE use with explicit expectations for SAE. In this task, children were read SAE sentences of increasing complexity and were asked to repeat them exactly. If the child failed to imitate the sentence exactly, the item was scored as incorrect. This task has a reported internal consistency (split-half ) of .90 and a standard error of measurement of 1.7 for 4-year-olds and .92 and 1.8, respectively, for 5-year-olds.
In addition to the scoring strategy described in the manual, a second score was computed. In this score, items were counted as correct if repetition of the sentence differed from the target only because the child used a recognized feature of AAE (see Appendix A). For example, the target for Item 4 was " Yesterday my aunt forgot their lunch." If the child repeated the sentence as "Yesterday my aunt forgot they lunch", then in standard scoring this would be counted as incorrect. In the alternative scoring scheme, this response would be counted as correct because the only difference from the target was use of the undifferentiated pronoun case (they instead of their), which is a recognized feature of AAE. Administration of items continued until the child reached ceiling using this scoring strategy even if the child reached ceiling using the manual's scoring protocol. The types of AAE features substituted for SAE features were recorded.
Spring vocabulary. The Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement-Third Edition, Picture Vocabulary (Woodcock & Mather, 2001 ), a standardized test, was used to assess children's vocabulary. Children were asked to name pictures of increasingly less familiar and more complex words. Raw scores were transformed to W scores for the analyses. W scores are a variation of the Rasch ability scale and are centered at 500, which represents the achievement of a typical 10-year-old child. The test standardization sample mean is 460.63 for 4-year-old children and 468 (SD = 16.7, SEM = 8.2) for 5-year-old children. The median reliability is .81 (McGrew, Werder, & Woodcock, 1991) .
Spring letter-word recognition. The WoodcockJohnson Tests of Achievement-Third Edition, Letter and Word Identification Test (Woodcock & Mather, 2001 ), a standardized test, was used to assess children's letter-word recognition skills. In this task, children were shown text of increasingly complex letters and words and asked to recognize or identify them. Again, the W score was used in all analyses, which has a test standardization sample mean of 327.23 for a child 4 years of age and 354 (SD = 34.2, SEM = 4.12) for a child 5 years of age, with a median reliability of .98 (McGrew et al., 1991; Woodcock & Mather, 2001 ).
Spring rhyming. The Rhyming Task, a part of the state-provided literacy progress profile (Michigan Literacy Progress Profile [MLPP] ; Michigan Department of Education Early Literacy Committee, 2003) was administered in the spring following procedures outlined in the MLPP manual, with one difference. The first part of the task required children to say whether two target words rhymed or not. To control for guessing, the raw score above chance (raw score minus 4) was used. The second part of the task was a rhyming task. Children were instructed to "tell me a word that rhymes with ___." The full raw score from this part of the task was used. The highest score a child could receive was 12.
The relations among these language and literacy scores followed patterns typically observed for preschool children (see Table 2 , top). Children with higher fall and spring vocabulary scores tended to demonstrate stronger letter-word recognition, rhyming, and sentence imitation scores than did children with lower vocabulary scores. Children with higher rhyming scores also tended to show higher letter-word recognition and sentence imitation scores than did children with lower rhyming scores. There was no significant correlation between letter-word recognition and sentence imitation scores. Note also that children in the urban fringe district started the preschool year with significantly lower fall vocabulary scores than did children in the midsized city, t(52) = 2.47, p = .01. Overall, children began the preschool year varying widely in their fall vocabulary raw scores (see Table 1 ), ranging from 23 to 56. Children's standard score on the spring letter-word recognition measure was 105 (SD = 14.5, mean test sample = 100, SD = 15) but standard scores varied widely, from 69 (more than 2 SDs below expectations) to 141 (well above average). Standard scores on the spring vocabulary measure were also within age expectations (standard score mean = 101, SD = 8.6) and standard scores ranged from 84 to 120. Their scores on the TOLD-2:P Sentence Imitation subtest were about 6 months below age expectations, on average, when credit was given for AAE use. Scores were 9 months below expectations when no credit for AAE use was provided (see Table 1 ).
Parent Education
Parent education levels were determined based on self-report from a parent questionnaire administered as part of the larger project (Connor, 2002) . Approximately 7% of the parents did not complete questionnaires. Missing data analyses indicated that outcomes and predictors for students whose parents returned the questionnaire were not significantly different than for students whose parents did not return the questionnaire. Home visits were conducted for a self-selected sample of families (n = 10). Transcripts revealed that all parents and children used features of AAE during their informal conversations at home, including children who used very few or no features of AAE during the oral narrative using the wordless storybook prompt.
Results
Analytic Strategies
Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002 ) was used to examine the effect of percent DDM on children's emergent reading skills and to control for the nested nature of the data, children nested in classrooms. Descriptive statistics for HLM are provided in Table 1 . Because between 1 and 16 children were in each of 10 classrooms (median = 4.5, total n = 63), some of the variance in outcomes might be explained by their shared experience (i.e., a classroom effect). HLM enables a partitioning of child and classroom variance, which permits better estimation of standard errors (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) . Additionally, visual inspection of the data revealed that the relation between outcomes and percent DDM might be nonlinear, which can be tested using HLM by entering a quadratic term (percent DDM squared) along with a linear term (percent DDM). Child variables were entered at Level 1 and classroom variables at Level 2. All continuous variables were centered at their grand mean.
Missing data (i.e., fall vocabulary and parent education) were accommodated by replacing the mean of the variable for the missing data point and then creating a new variable wherein cases with missing values were coded 1 and all other cases 0. In this way, the fitted value of the missing variable was considered in the analyses.
As discussed previously, a number of known child characteristics are related to students' AAE use and their literacy development, including age, gender, and SES. We controlled for fall vocabulary to take into account individual differences among children's vocabulary as they began preschool. Additionally, the sample was drawn from two school districts in communities that differed in racial make-up, which may also be related to dialect use (Wolfram et al., 1999) . A significantly higher proportion of the children in the urban-fringe classrooms were African American (see Table 1 ) compared to the midsized city classrooms. There was a trend that African American children in the urban-fringe district generally used AAE more frequently than did children in the midsized city district (see Table 1 ), although differences did not reach levels of significance. Children in the urban-fringe district did demonstrate significantly lower fall vocabulary skills than did children in the midsized city.
Of the child variables, children's fall vocabulary and gender were systematically related to AAE use. Children with higher fall vocabulary scores tended to use AAE with less frequency than did children with lower fall vocabulary scores (r = -.51, p < .001). Boys used AAE significantly more frequently than did girls (boys mean = 4.63, girls mean = 2.50), t(61) = -3.34, p = .001. None of the other child and classroom variables were significantly associated with their AAE use (see Table 2) . Surprisingly, caregiver education, a proxy for SES, was not related to AAE use (mean difference for no college versus college = .167), t(55) = .170, p = .86. This may have been because all of the preschoolers participating in this study met entrance criteria for Head Start and the state readiness program, which are based, in large part, on family income levels.
Failing to include child, home, and classroom variables in our models might bias the results regarding the relation between AAE and the child outcomes in the spring. Because children's fall vocabulary contributed to all but one of the outcomes (letter-word recognition), it was included in all of the models. Each remaining variable was tested and any failing to contribute significantly to the outcomes was trimmed to create more parsimonious models. An exemplar model is provided in Appendix C.
Relation of AAE Use and Spring Outcomes
The results of HLM revealed that, overall, children who used AAE forms either very frequently (higher percent DDM) or very infrequently (lower percent DDM) demonstrated stronger spring rhyming, sentence imitation, and letter-word recognition skills than did children who used AAE forms with moderate frequency (see Tables 3-6 ). The linear (g 20 , percent DDM) and/or quadratic (g 30 , percent DDM squared) trends for percent DDM were significantly related to children's spring rhyming, sentence imitation, and letter-word scores. As Figures 1-3 confirm, there was a U-shaped relation between percent DDM and children's spring rhyming, sentence imitation (with and without AAE credit), and letter-word recognition. Keep in mind that the outcome and DDM variables are continuous and that children were not examined by DDM group. The graphs represent fitted trajectories.
There was no systematic relation, either linear or quadratic, between spring vocabulary and preschoolers' AAE use (see Table 7 ). Indeed, only fall vocabulary Note. All variables are centered at their grand mean for this sample except for missing fall vocabulary, where missing = 1, all others = 0.
significantly predicted spring vocabulary. On average, for every point higher children scored for fall vocabulary, their spring vocabulary score increased more than half a point.
Children with higher fall vocabulary scores also achieved significantly stronger spring rhyming, sentence imitation, and letter-word scores, on average, than did children with lower fall scores. Children living in the urban-fringe district tended to score about 2 points higher on sentence imitation (without AAE credit) than did children living in the midsized city. District attended had no systematic effect on the other child outcomes.
Children's Use of AAE
Twenty-seven percent of children used at least one feature of AAE on the Sentence Imitation subtest, where expectations for SAE were explicit, whereas 87% of children used AAE during their oral narrative elicited using a wordless storybook, where expectations for SAE were more implicit. Of the 7 children who used the most AAE during the wordless storybook task (DDM > 7%) and achieved scores above 5 on the Sentence Imitation subtest, 4 used no features of AAE on the Sentence Imitation subtest, 1 used one feature, 1 used two features, and 1 used four features. That is, their AAE use was sensitive to context, suggesting that they were able to code-shift.
Children's AAE Use in the Oral Narrative Elicitation-Implicit Expectation for SAE Fifty-five of the children in this study used morphosyntactic AAE forms during their oral narrative elicitation; only 8 did not. A coded transcript is provided in Appendix B. Children who used AAE features more and less frequently were distributed fairly evenly among the classrooms and there was more variability among the children within classrooms than between classrooms (percent DDM between-classroom variance, u 0 = .002, c 2 [9] = 6.47, p > .5; percent DDM within-classroom variance, r = 7.41). Also, frequency and types of AAE features used among the children were highly variable. The distribution of AAE types during the oral narrative elicitation is provided in Appendix D.
Percent DDM ranged from 0 to 8.9, with a mean percent DDM of 3.51 (SD = 2.72); on average, about one out of five of the children's utterances incorporated an AAE morphosyntactic form. Approximately 13% of the children used no AAE features at all during the oral narrative elicitation; 43% had percent DDMs of less than 3 (cumulative percent = 50); an additional 25% had percent DDMs falling between 3 and 5.5; the remaining 25% of the children had DDMs falling between 6.10 and 8.90. Of the 22 AAE morphosyntactic features coded, 18 were observed to be used at least once. Zero Note. All variables are centered at their grand mean for this sample except for missing fall vocabulary, where missing = 1, all others = 0. Note. All variables are centered at their grand mean for this sample except for missing fall vocabulary, where missing = 1, all others = 0.
copula/auxiliary, optional subject-verb agreement, and zero past tense were used most frequently and by the greatest proportion of the children (see Appendixes A and D).
AAE Use on the Sentence Imitation Subtest-Explicit Expectation for AAE
In contrast to the oral narrative elicitation, fully 73% of children (46 in all) did not use any AAE features when repeating the target sentences on the sentence imitation task. Of the remaining 27%, 7 children used AAE in one of the target sentences, an additional 6 children used AAE in two target sentences, and 4 of the children used AAE in either 3 or 4 of the target sentences. This non-normal distribution precluded statistical analyses, including statistical comparison of AAE across contexts.
On the Sentence Imitation subtest, on average, the raw score for all children, when credit was given for AAE feature production, was significantly higher than the raw score when no credit was given (mean difference = .51), t(62) = 4.18, p < .001. Both scores were below age expectations (see Table 1 ).
On this subtest, AAE forms used were restricted to four types across 8 target sentences. Children most frequently substituted AAE features for SAE features in the target sentences "Her friends walk(ed) to school" (zero past tense), "After the party, the boy(s) fixed the car " (zero plural) or "After the party the boys fix(ed) the car " (zero past tense), and "Although we (are) happy, we Figure 2 . Relation between children's AAE use (percent DDM) and Sentence Imitation raw score with no credit for AAE tokens (top) and with credit given for AAE tokens (bottom). The circled portion of the fitted curve (top figure) indicates children who may be dialect shifting across contexts, using high amounts of AAE on the oral narrative elicitation using a wordless storybook but low amounts during sentence imitation. Graph created using HLM version 6.02. Figure 1 . Relation between children's AAE use (percent DDM) and phonological awareness (rhyming) raw score. Graph created using HLM version 6.02. Note. All variables are centered at their grand mean for this sample except for missing fall vocabulary, where missing = 1, all others = 0.
are not going to stay " (zero copula/auxiliary). The latter sentence occurred late in the test and so was presented only to students achieving high scores. The others occurred within the first six items on the test.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the relation between African American preschoolers' oral language, specifically their use of AAE, and their vocabulary, metalinguistic awareness, and emergent literacy development and their AAE use across two contexts. We probed for potential oral language and literacy links by examining the relation between preschoolers' use of AAE during an oral narrative elicitation and their performance on key predictors of literacy development. We anticipated that this relation might be complex, and this was the case. Children who used AAE features more frequently or less frequently in the oral narrative elicitation with the wordless storybook demonstrated stronger emergent literacy skills overall than did children who used AAE with moderate frequency. There was a U-shaped relation (see Figures 1-3) .
We hypothesized that children would be likely to use AAE similarly across contexts because they had only begun to experience formal schooling and probably had had only limited exposure to text. This was not the case. Fully 87% of children used a feature of AAE at least once in the oral narrative elicitation but only 27% used AAE features in the sentence imitation task. This suggests that, even in preschool, students may be responding to different expectations for AAE and SAE use across contexts. They appeared to decrease their use of AAE (and increased use of SAE by implication) as the expectations for school and book forms of SAE increased.
In particular, these preschoolers appeared to dialect shift between the two contexts and many used SAE features when the expectation for SAE was highly explicit, in the sentence imitation task. They were more likely to use AAE features when the expectation for SAE was implicit, during their oral narrative elicitation using a wordless storybook.
These findings extend recent findings by Craig and Washington (2004a) and Charity et al. (2004) , who reported that AAE usage was related to literacy acquisition in important ways. They found that for elementarygrade students, less frequent use of AAE forms at first grade after the preschool/kindergarten shift from greater to less frequent AAE use (Craig & Washington, 2004a) and greater sensitivity to SAE (Charity et al., 2004) were positively related to reading achievement. In this study, preschoolers who used AAE features less frequently demonstrated stronger literacy skills than did preschoolers who used AAE with moderate frequency. By implication, preschoolers with greater knowledge of SAE achieved stronger emergent literacy skills. At the same time, preschoolers who were proficient and prolific users of AAE were among the most linguistically adept in our sample. Preschoolers who used AAE features most frequently (and by implication used less SAE) demonstrated stronger emergent literacy skills than did students who used AAE with moderate frequency. These findings suggest that overall linguistic skill is a better predictor of students' reading than whether or not a child uses AAE. Note. All variables are centered at their grand mean for this sample except for missing fall vocabulary, where missing = 1, all others = 0. Figure 3 . Relation between children's AAE use (percent DDM) and letter-word recognition W score. Graph created using HLM version 6.02.
As we discussed, there are currently three major theories regarding why children's AAE use might have a negative impact on their developing literacy: (a) teacher perception and reduced expectations for children who are heavy users of AAE, (b) the mismatch between the SAE children encounter in text and the classroom and the AAE they speak, and (c) the ability to dialect shift, which holds that it is not AAE per se that impedes literacy development but rather insufficient knowledge of SAE and the inability to dialect shift to SAE as the context demands. The U-shaped relation between children's AAE use and their literacy skills provides evidence that the third theory, dialect awareness or shifting, may be the most tenable among the three. Teacher negative perceptions of AAE and the mismatch hypotheses would result in a negative linear relation between children's use of AAE and their literacy skills, which was not observed for the preschoolers in this study. Nor did teacher survey and classroom observations reveal teacher bias for the 5 teachers, in either their morning or afternoon class, in this study (see Appendix E).
There was no evidence for the mismatch hypothesis, which would have also predicted that students using AAE with greater frequency would have more difficulty learning early literacy skills than would students who used AAE features with more moderate frequencya negative linear relation. Instead, we found a significant U-shaped relation between students' AAE use and their spring phonological awareness (rhyming), sentence imitation, and letter-word recognition skills. The heaviest AAE users had more proficient phonological awareness, sentence imitation, and letter-word skills than did more moderate AAE users. Phonological awareness is one of the strongest predictors of later reading success (Bryant, Maclean, & Bradley, 1990; Catts, 1993; Vellutino et al., 1996) and a skill frequently cited when explaining the potential causal mechanisms of the mismatch hypothesis (see, for example, Charity et al., 2004) . Sentence imitation is a key kindergarten predictor of later literacy skills (Catts et al., 2001 ) and children who begin school with greater letter knowledge typically demonstrate stronger reading skills later on (Bond & Dykstra, 1967; Catts et al., 2001 ). There was no relation between spring vocabulary and AAE use, although vocabulary is one of the most powerful predictors of later academic success (Connor, Son, Hindman, & Morrison, 2005; NICHD-ECCRN, 2005 ).
The distinctive U-shaped relation between preschoolers' AAE use and their metalinguistic awareness, vocabulary, and emergent literacy skills coupled with evidence that many children are switching between SAE and AAE in different contexts offers support for the dialect shifting and dialect awareness hypotheses (Charity et al., 2004; Craig & Washington, 2004a) . Perhaps the most compelling evidence that some preschoolers are dialect shifting is seen when we examine Figure 2 more closely. Students who used AAE with the greatest frequency on the oral narrative elicitation generally demonstrated age-appropriate performance on the Sentence Imitation subtest (students falling within the circle in Figure 2 ). These children, by implication, demonstrated their knowledge of SAE (Charity et al., 2004 ) even though they did not use SAE as frequently in their oral narrative elicited using the wordless story book. These children were dialect shifting, perhaps in response to explicit expectations for SAE on the Sentence Imitation subtest.
The observed dialect shifting across the two contexts may represent an emerging pragmatic awareness (a metalinguistic skill) that the language used at home may not be the language expected at school (see also Craig & Washington, 2004a) . Supporting this supposition, children's frequency of AAE feature use demonstrated a stronger relation with the two metalinguistic measures, phonological awareness (rhyming) and morphosyntactic awareness (sentence imitation), than with their spring vocabulary skills.
Many preschoolers did not respond to the implicit expectation for SAE in the oral narrative elicitation, even those with strong language, phonological awareness, and emergent literacy skills. This may be because preschool is a time of transition between home and school. Thus, dialect shifting might be an emerging skill and the U-shaped relation provides evidence of this. Some of the linguistically adept children were not yet responsive to more subtle cues for SAE. For older schoolaged children, the U-shaped relation may not be in evidence. We might assume that, after gaining more school experience, linguistically able children will dialect shift, leaving the preschoolers who used AAE moderately in this sample among high AAE users in older samples. This mechanism would yield the negative linear relation observed in Craig and Washington (2004a) and Charity et al. (2004) . To test this hypothesis, longitudinal studies with larger samples are needed.
Explicit instruction in dialect awareness (i.e., the conscious awareness of code shifting) for African American children who might not be sensitive to subtle and implicit cues may contribute to stronger literacy outcomes. As demonstrated with phonological awareness (Bryant et al., 1990; Bus & van IJzendoorn, 1999; Castles & Coltheart, 2004; Torgesen et al., 2001) , metalinguistic awareness skills can be taught successfully and when taught yield stronger literacy outcomes. Perry and Delpit (1998) , for example, provided descriptions of appropriate instructional strategies that may be effective and culturally sensitive (Delpit, 2002) . However, we cannot claim a causal relation between dialect awareness/ shifting and literacy development. This was a correlational study and so the causal mechanisms underlying the U-shaped relation between preschoolers' AAE and literacy remain unclear. What is needed are rigorous intervention studies with students randomly assigned to treatment and control groups where treatment group students receive explicit instruction in dialect shifting. AAE feature types, frequency, and distribution among these preschoolers were highly similar to those observed in studies with other samples of preschool age children (e.g., Craig & Washington, 2002; Jackson & Roberts, 2001) . Also, as found in these studies, children's AAE use was highly variable both among children and across contexts. These findings contribute to the extant literature that has found that AAE is not a homogeneous construct, but rather is highly heterogeneous, and thus broad assumptions regarding its use are probably not appropriate in either research or educational settings.
The findings, as a whole, underscore the importance of considering complex relations within data sets. Had we tested only the linear relation and not considered the quadratic trend, we would have found a negative correlation for two of the outcomes-rhyming and sentence imitation (see Table 2 ). It would have appeared that children with stronger language and metalinguistic skills would, on average, use features of AAE less frequently. Instead, we found that children who were productive and prolific users of AAE were among the most linguistically adept in our sample.
In summary, the results of this study revealed that African American preschoolers' AAE use in and of itself is probably not contributing significantly to the BlackWhite achievement gap. In fact, for many children, heavy AAE use in preschool appears to be related to greater linguistic flexibility and metalinguistic awareness, which would place these children at less risk for later reading difficulties than students who use AAE more moderately. Further, linguistically proficient African American students may begin to dialect shift as soon as they begin their formal schooling career. Dialect shifting appears to be strongly associated with other metalinguistic skills, and the ability to shift dialects across contexts may be indicative of emerging pragmatic awareness. We are learning more about the efficacy of explicit instruction in preschool. If indeed children's ability to dialect shift is causally associated with stronger literacy development, then the efficacy of explicit instruction in switching between AAE and SAE deserves rigorous investigation as a strategy toward enhancing African American students' academic proficiency and alleviating the achievement gap.
Appendix A. Definitions and examples of morphosyntactic features of children's African American English.
Morphosyntactic AAE feature Example
Zero copula/auxiliary (COP) I (am) stuck in there. Copula and auxiliary forms of the verb to be are included variably.
This (is) supposed to be a frog.
Optional subject-verb agreement (SVA) And then they was splashing the water Subjects and verbs differ in number marking.
Zero past tense (PST)
And then he said, he cover(ed) his ears Present forms of irregular verbs and marker -ed for regular verbs are used variably.
Undifferentiated pronoun case (UPC) Yesterday my aunt forgot they lunch (from sentence imitation) Pronoun case is used interchangeably.
Indefinite article (ART)
He found a(n) elk Regardless of vowel context, a is used instead of an.
Zero preposition (ZPR)
He called them out (of) the bushes too. Prepositions are variably included Appositive pronoun (PRO)
The bees they was jumping down (also subject-verb agreement) Two pronouns or the noun and a pronoun are both used.
Zero to (Z TO)
Then he came (to) save him. The infinitive to is variably included.
Existential it (EIT)
It 'is some rocks, trees, owl, & a a tall tree and a little boy. It is used in place of there to signify a referent.
Zero -ing (ING)
And they was fall(ing) in the water. -ing is variably used.
Zero plural (ZPL)
So he said, there was the two froggy(ies) that he gotta go in. -s is used variably to mark number.
Zero possessive (POS)
And he called the frog('s) name -s is variably deleted or case of possessive pronoun is changed; possession is marked by word order.
Fitna/sposeta/bouta (FSB) And he was bouta fall. Used to code imminent action
Multiple negation (NEG)
The frog didn't say nothing. Clause may include two or more negatives Invariant be (IBE)
The people be helped by the king (from sentence imitation) Indicates habitual action or state
Ain't (AIN)
That ain't no froggy. Negative auxiliary (e.g., have not)
Reqularized reflexive pronoun (REF)
He told hisself and his dog came here. Variable use of hisself, theyself, theirselves instead of reflexive pronoun Note. Examples are from the oral narrative elicitation unless indicated. Codes used in the transcript in Appendix B are indicated with parentheses.
Connor & Craig: Preschoolers' Language, Emergent Literacy, and AAE Figure D1 . Distribution of African American English (AAE) types across sample in oral narrative elicitation; bars represent the number of times the AAE feature was used. Figure D2 . Proportion of children using each token type.
Appendix D. Characteristics of children's AAE. Note. Using HLM, we examined the relation between children's AAE use and teachers' perception of children's disadvantage, teachers' perceived efficacy teaching their students, and percentage of decoding activities, controlling for fall vocabulary and district. Only perception of child disadvantage related systematically to percent DDM, coefficient = -1.07, t (5) = -2.639, p = .04. This suggests that teachers were generally less likely to view children as disadvantaged if they used AAE more frequently and were more likely to view children as disadvantaged if children used AAE less frequently.
